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Abstract
Cyberbullying is a significant problem among school-aged youth. Although a growing body of
literature has documented the association between cyberbullying victimization and mental health
risks, there is limited research examining the impact of witnessing cyberbullying, particularly
among elementary school students. To address this gap, we conducted a cross-sectional study
with elementary school students (N = 122). Students completed questionnaires assessing
witnessing cyberbullying, witnessing school bullying, bullying victimization, depressive
symptoms, and social anxiety. Regression analyses revealed that witnessing cyberbullying was
positively associated with depressive symptoms ( = .25, p < .04) and social anxiety ( = .30, p
< .01), even after controlling for frequency of witnessing school bullying and bullying
victimization. Further, the moderating effect of witnessing school bullying was significant for
depressive symptoms ( = -.44, p < .001) and social anxiety ( = -.31, p < .01), such that students
who witnessed cyberbullying only reported the highest level of depressive symptoms and social
anxiety. The moderating effect for bullying victimization was not significant. Findings suggest
the importance of providing programs to support elementary school students who witness
cyberbullying to reduce the mental health risks associated with being a cyberbullying bystander.
Keywords: cyberbullying, bystander, depression, anxiety, elementary school
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Researchers have defined cyberbullying as “an aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group or individual, using
electronic forms of contact, repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily defend him or herself” (Smith
et al., 2008, p. 376). Although cyberbullying victimization reaches its peak in middle school (33.0%; Center for
Disease Control, 2020), research indicates that cyberbullying begins as early as elementary school, with 18-25% of
elementary school students reporting cyberbullying victimization (Kowalski et al., 2019). Findings from recent metaanalyses indicate that being a target of cyberbullying is associated with significant mental health risks, including
internalizing symptoms (Fisher et al., 2016; Kowalski et al., 2014) even when controlling for the effects of traditional
bullying (Bonanno & Hymel, 2013). The majority of research on cyberbullying, however, has been conducted with
middle school students with considerably less research focusing on cyberbullying among students at the elementary
school level (Kowalski et al., 2019).
Researchers have identified multiple types of cyberbullying including flaming (e.g., an antagonistic style of online
communication), online harassment (e.g., offensive messaging), outing (e.g., sharing individual’s information),
exclusion (e.g., blocking from lists), impersonation (e.g., posing as the target), cyber-stalking, sexting (Willard, 2007),
griefing (e.g., bullying through online gaming communities) and trolling (e.g., offensive comments posted on
websites; Slonje et al. 2013). Cyberbullying can take place on multiple electronic formats including e-mail, instant
messages, text messages, chat rooms, websites, blogs, online games, or social networking sites (Kowalski & Limber,
2013). Specific social media tools used for cyberbullying include smartphone apps (e.g., Ugly Meter), Instagram,
Snapchat, and Twitter, all of which can be used to harass, intimidate, humiliate, or threaten the target (Chisholm,
2014). Findings from research specific to elementary school students indicates the most common forms of
cyberbullying occur through online games, text messages, and social media sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, or
Instagram), with fewer students in this age group reporting cyberbullying through instant messaging, email, and chat
rooms (DePaolis & Williford, 2015).
Research indicates there is considerable overlap between cyberbullying and school bullying (Burton et al., 2012; Hase
et al., 2015; Kowalski & Limber, 2013). Although some researchers have suggested that cyberbullying is an extension
of traditional face-to-face school bullying (Li, 2007; Olweus, 2012), others argue that cyberbullying may be associated
with greater harm than traditional bullying due to the potential for a large audience, unlimited access to targets, and
less adult supervision (Sticca & Perren, 2013). Additionally, cyberbullying differs from traditional bullying in that the
cyberbully may remain anonymous (Kowalski et al., 2019). Research indicates approximately half of students who
are cyberbullied do not know the identity of the perpetrator (Kowalski & Limber, 2007). The inability to identity the
cyberbully also makes it difficult to report cyberbullying (Agatston et al., 2007). Further, whereas traditional bullying
most often occurs at school during the school day, cyberbullying can be perpetrated at any time of day and on any day
of the week (Kowalsk et al., 2014). Of the 49 states that require schools to have policies about bullying, most of these
include requirements to address electronic bullying (Hinduja & Patchin, 2012). However, because bullying through
electronic formats frequently occurs off school grounds, administrators are limited in what they can do to manage
cyberbullying (Beale & Hall, 2007).
Witnessing Cyberbullying as a Bystander
The consequences of cyberbullying are not limited to targets, but extend to students who witness cyberbullying as
bystanders (Allison & Bussy, 2016). Although we could not find any data specifically on the prevalence of witnessing
cyberbullying among elementary school students, research indicates 52.9% of middle school students report witness
cyberbullying in the past six months (DeSmet et al., 2016). Witnessing cyberbullying includes observing bullying that
occurring on electronic formats. Bystanders may intervene in cyberbullying either directly (e.g., by telling the
cyberbully to stop) or indirectly (e.g., by reporting the incident; DeSmet et al., 2012). Bystanders may also encourage
the cyberbully (e.g., through commentary or like buttons; Bastianensens et al., 2014; Fisher et al., 2016), join the
cyberbully (e.g., forwarding texts or posts; Bastianensens et al., 2014), or remain passive by doing nothing (Lenhart
et al., 2011).
Because more than half of youth report witnessing cyberbullying (DeSmet et al., 2016), there is a need for researchers
to learn more about cyberbullying bystanders (Allison & Bussey, 2016). Although there are similarities between being
a bystander of school bullying and cyberbullying, there are also some important differences. For example, bystanders
are usually present during school bullying, whereas bystanders may witness cyberbullying while it is occurring or
after the fact (e.g., a message is forwarded to them; Allison & Bussey, 2016). Additionally, school bullying is limited
to school hours, whereas witnessing cyberbullying may occur at any time during the day or night (Kowalsk et al.,
2019). Further, approximately 55% of student do nothing when they witness cyberbullying (Olenik-Shemesh et al.,
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2015). Passive bystander behavior has been linked to moral disengagement (Hymel et al., 2005), diffusion of
responsibility (Bjärehed et al., 2020), low defender self-efficacy (Sjögren et al., 2020) and a lack of confidence
(Midgett, Doumas, Moran, & Gallo, 2020), knowledge, or skills to intervene (Forsberg et al., 2014; Hutchinson, 2012),
and not knowing what to do (Bauman et al. 2020). These factors may play an even greater role in cyberbullying due
to the lack of social–emotional cues (Knauf et al., 2018; Runions & Bak, 2015), physical distance (Knauf et al., 2018),
and ease of disseminating communication via social networks (Runions & Bak, 2015). Thus, students who witness
cyberbullying may be at higher risk for negative outcomes than students who witness school bullying. The majority
of research conducted on cyberbullying bystanders, however, has focused on understanding what motivates or poses
barriers for students to intervene in cyberbullying situations (e.g., Bastianensens et al., 2014; Bussy et al., 2020;
DeSmet et al., 2014; DeSmet et al., 2016; Machackova et al., 2015; Schacter et al., 2016), rather than examining the
impact of observing cyberbullying on the bystanders themselves.
Mental Health Risks Associated with Witnessing School Bullying and Cyberbullying
Mental health risks associated with witnessing school bullying among middle school students are well-documented
(Hutchinson, 2012; Janson et al. 2009; Midgett & Doumas, 2019a; Rivers & Noret, 2013; Rivers et al., 2009).
Research indicates bystanders who witness school bullying report elevated rates of anxiety, depression (Midgett &
Doumas, 2019a; Rivers et al., 2009), isolation (Hutchinson, 2012), sadness (Janson et al., 2009), and suicidal ideation
(Rivers & Noret, 2013). When students witness bullying, they may feel anxious about becoming a target themselves
or experience a degree of co-victimization (Wright et al., 2018). Bystanders may also feel helpless (Janson et al. 2009;
Rivers & Noret, 2013), which can lead to passive behavior and contribute anxiety and depressive symptoms.
Despite the high prevalence rate of witnessing cyberbullying and the potential for negative outcomes for cyberbullying
bystanders, we could find only two studies examining the mental health risks associated with witnessing cyberbullying
(Doumas & Midgett, 2020; Wright et al., 2018). Together, these studies indicate that witnessing cyberbullying is
associated with depression and anxiety among middle school students (Doumas & Midgett, 2020; Wright et al., 2018),
even when controlling for witnessing school bullying (Doumas & Midgett, 2020). Although these studies extend our
understanding of the mental health risks for witnessing cyberbullying among middle school students, we found no
studies examining the relationship between witnessing cyberbullying and internalizing symptoms among elementary
school students. Further, although Doumas & Midgett (2020) controlled for witnessing school bullying, they did not
account for the effects of bullying victimization on depressive symptoms or anxiety.
Purpose of the Present Study
The purpose of the current study is to address this gap in the literature by examining the association between witnessing
cyberbullying as a bystander and depressive symptoms and anxiety among elementary school students. In particular,
we were interested in social anxiety as several studies have documented the relationship between social anxiety and
cyberbullying victimization (Coelho & Romao, 2018; Dempsey et al., 2009; Fahy et al., 2016; Wigderson & Lynch,
2013), yet we could find no studies examining the relationship between social anxiety and witnessing cyberbullying.
Our first aim was to test if witnessing cyberbullying is associated with depressive symptoms and social anxiety over
and above the effects of witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization. Our second aim was to examine the
moderating effect of witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization. That is, we tested whether levels of
depressive symptoms and social anxiety are higher for cyberbullying bystanders who also report witnessing school
bullying or bullying victimization.
Examining the relationship between witnessing cyberbullying and depressive symptoms and social anxiety will add
to the limited research investigating the extension of mental health risks associated with cyberbullying victimization
to students who witness cyberbullying as bystanders. Specifically, to date, this is the first study examining mental
health risks for cyberbullying bystanders among elementary school students. We hypothesized that: (a) witnessing
cyberbullying will be positively related to depressive symptoms and social anxiety over and above the effects of
witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization; and (b) the relationship between witnessing cyberbullying and
depressive symptoms and social anxiety would be moderated by witnessing school bullying and bullying
victimization.

3

This is an author-produced, peer-reviewed version of this article. The final, definitive version of this document can be found online at
Psychology in the Schools, published by Wiley-Blackwell. Copyright restrictions may apply. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22467. The content
of this document may vary from the final published version.

Method
Research Design
We used a cross-sectional design to examine the relationship between witnessing cyberbullying and depressive
symptoms and social anxiety over and above the effects of witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization. We
were also interested in the moderating effects of witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization on the
relationship between witnessing cyberbullying depressive symptoms and social anxiety.
Participants
Students were recruited from one public elementary school in the Northwest region of the US. Participants included
122 students in 3rd – 5th grade (43.8% female, 54.5% male; 1.7% other). Participants ranged in age from 8-12 years
old (M = 9.65 and SD = 1.00). The sample was predominantly White (62.4%), with 17.1% Hispanic, 3.3% AfricanAmerican, .9% Asian-American, .9% Native American or Pacific Islander, 5.1% more than one race, and 10.3% other.
Procedures
Data were collected in the fall of 2019 from one elementary school in an urban county in the Northwest. All students
in the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade (N = 253) were recruited to participate in the study. Consent forms were sent home to
parents. Students with parental consent also provided informed assent. School counseling graduate students trained
all 3rd - 5th grade students in the program. Only students with both parental consent and assent, however, were eligible
to participate in the study. Parental consent was obtained from 134 students (52.9%). Of the students with
parent/guardian informed consent, 14 were absent the day of data collection and the remaining 122 provided assent
for a final response rate of 48.2%. Students completed data collection during class time in the school’s cafeteria.
Participants were provided pizza after completing study procedures as an incentive for participation. All study
procedures were approved by the University Internal Review Board and the school district.
Measures
Depressive Symptoms
The Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale for Children (CES-DC; Weissman et al., 1980) was used to
measure depressive symptoms. The CES-DC is a 20-item self-report measure. Items are rated on a four-point Likert
Scale ranging from 0 (Not at all) to 3 (A lot). Example items include “I was bothered by things that usually don’t
bother me,” I felt like I was too tired to do things,” and “I felt sad.” Items are summed to provide a total score. Higher
scores indicate increasing levels of depression with a cut off score of 15 indicating significant levels of depressive
symptoms (Weissman et al., 1980). This scale has been normed on children and adolescents and researchers have
reported good construct validity and good reliability with a Cronbach alpha coefficient of .89 (Fendrich et al., 1990).
For the current sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .92.
Social Anxiety
The Social Anxiety Scale for Children- Revised (SASC-R; La Greca & Stone, 1993) was used to measure social
anxiety. The SASC-R includes 22 items that make up three subscales. For this study, we used the 4-item Social
Avoidance and Distress Scale – General, which measures avoidance of social interactions. Items are rated on a fivepoint Likert Scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (All the time). Example items include “It is hard to ask others to do
things with me,” “I am quiet when I’m with a group of people,” I feel shy even with peers I know very well.” Items
are summed to provide a total score. Higher scores indicate increasing levels of social anxiety with means ranging
from M = 7.28 (SD = 2.74) to M = 8.56 (SD = 3.44) in the normative sample of elementary school students (La Greca
& Stone, 1993). Researchers have reported good construct validity (La Greca & Stone, 1993; Sanna et al., 2009;
Storch et al. 2003) and adequate to good reliability with a Cronbach alpha coefficient reported at .69 (La Greca &
Stone, 1993) to .85 (Reijntjes et al., 2007). For the current sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .79.
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Witnessing Cyberbullying and Witnessing School Bullying
Witnessing cyberbullying and witnessing school bullying were assessed using questions from prior research on
witnessing bullying (Midgett & Doumas, 2019a). Students were asked: “How often have you seen the following types
of bullying in the past month?” The types of bullying listed were physical, verbal, relational, and cyberbullying.
Examples of each type of bullying were provided. The items are rated on a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from 0 (Never)
to 4 (Several times a day). For witnessing school bullying, we summed the three school bullying items (i.e., physical,
verbal, relational) to obtain the frequency of witnessing school bullying variable ( = .78). We used the cyberbullying
item to measure frequency of witnessing cyberbullying.
Bullying Victimization
Bullying victimization was assessed using the global item: “How often have you been bullied in the past month?”
from the Olweus Bullying Questionnaire (Olweus, 1996). The item is rated on a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from 0
(Never) to 4 (Several times a week). The Olweus Bullying Questionnaire has moderate to high internal reliability
ranging from α = .74 - .98 and satisfactory construct validity (Kyriakides et al., 2006).
Power Analysis
We conducted an a priori power analysis using the G*Power 3.1.3 program (Faul et al., 2007) for the regression
analyses. Results of the power analysis indicated for power of > 0.80 to detect a medium effect size with an alpha
level of .05, a sample size of 103 is needed. Thus, our sample is adequate for the proposed analyses.
Data Analysis
All analyses were conducted using SPSS version 25. All variables were examined for skew and kurtosis. Bivariate
correlations among predictor and dependent variables were calculated prior to conducting the main regression
analyses. Our aims were to assess 1) the relationship between witnessing cyberbullying and depressive symptoms and
social anxiety and 2) the moderating effects of witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization on the
relationship between witnessing cyberbullying and depressive symptoms and social anxiety. To test these aims, two
hierarchical regression analyses were conducted with interaction effects used to test for moderation. All predictor
variables were mean centered to reduce problems of multicollinearity introduced into equations containing interaction
terms (Aiken & West, 1991). We entered the sex and grade on Step 1 as control variables as research indicates gender
and age are related to cyberbullying (Guo, 2016). On Step 2 we entered the frequency of witnessing cyberbullying,
frequency of witnessing school bullying, frequency of bullying victimization and the two-way interaction terms
witnessing cyberbullying x witnessing school bullying and witnessing cyberbullying x bullying victimization. Simple
slopes were plotted to examine the direction and degree of significant interactions testing moderator effects (Aiken &
West, 1991). Alpha levels for all tests were set at p < .05. We calculated effect size using the R2 with .01 considered
small, .09 considered medium, and .25 considered large (Cohen, 1969).
Results
Preliminary Analyses and Descriptive Statistics
Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for predictor and outcome variables are presented in Table 1.
Skew and kurtosis were satisfactory and did not substantially deviate from the normal distribution for all variables.
Although several of the correlations between the predictor variables were significant at p < .01, the variance inflation
factor (VIF) ranged between 1.48 – 1.97, with corresponding tolerance levels ranging from .51 - .68. The VIF is well
below the rule of thumb of VIF < 10 (Norman & Streiner, 2008), suggesting acceptable levels of multicollinearity
among the predictor variables. Overall, 38.8% (n = 47) of students reported witnessing cyberbullying at least once in
the past 30 days. Of the 47 student who reported witnessing cyberbullying, 66.0% (n = 31) also reported having
witnessing school bullying and 51.1% (n = 24) reported experience bullying victimization at least once in the past 30
days.
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Depressive Symptoms
Results for the regression analyses for depressive symptoms are presented in Table 2. The adjusted R2 for the model
was R2 = .26. As seen in Table 2, the main effect for witnessing cyberbullying was significant (p < .04), over and
above the effects of witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization. Additionally, the cyberbullying bystander
x school bullying bystander interaction term was significant (p < .001). To examine the nature of the interactions, tests
of simple slopes were graphed and interpreted using Aiken and West’s (1991) procedures. Figure 1 presents the
significant two-way cyberbullying bystander x school bullying bystander for depressive symptoms. Examination of
the slopes in Figure 1 indicates students who reported witnessing cyberbullying only reported the highest level of
depressive symptoms and students who did not report witnessing either cyberbullying or school bullying reported the
lowest level of depressive symptoms. As seen in Figure 1, students who witnessed cyberbullying only had a mean
score of > 25.0, which is well above the clinical cutoff score of 15.
Social Anxiety
Results for the regression analyses for anxiety are presented in Table 2. The adjusted R2 for the model was R2 = .24.
As seen in Table 2, the main effect for witnessing cyberbullying was significant (p < .01), over and above the effects
of witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization. Additionally, the cyberbullying bystander x school bullying
bystander interaction term was significant (p < .01). To examine the nature of the interactions, tests of simple slopes
were graphed and interpreted using Aiken and West’s (1991) procedures. Figure 2 presents the significant two-way
cyberbullying bystander x school bullying bystander for social anxiety. Examination of the slopes in Figure 2 indicates
students who reported witnessing cyberbullying only reported the highest level of social anxiety and students who did
not report witnessing either cyberbullying or school bullying reported the lowest level of social anxiety. As seen in
Figure 2, students who witnessed cyberbullying only had a mean score of > 9.5, which above the normative mean
range of 7.28 to M = 8.56.
Discussion
The present study investigated the association between witnessing cyberbullying and depressive symptoms and social
anxiety among elementary school students. We also tested the moderating effect of witnessing school bullying and
bullying victimization on the relationship between witnessing cyberbullying and depressive symptoms and social
anxiety. Overall, our findings suggest that witnessing cyberbullying is associated with depressive symptoms and social
anxiety over and above the effects of witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization. Further, we found that
students who reported witnessing cyberbullying only reported the highest levels of depressive symptoms and social
anxiety among elementary school students whereas students who did not report witnessing cyberbullying or school
bullying reported the lowest level of depressive symptoms and social anxiety.
Data from this study indicate that 38.8% of elementary school students reported witnessing cyberbullying in the past
month. To our knowledge, this is the first study to report data on the prevalence of witnessing cyberbullying among
elementary school students. Although lower than prevalence rates reported for middle school students (52.9%; DeSmet
et al., 2016), the rates reported in middle school research were over a period of 6 months. In the current study, the
38.8% prevalence rate was for the past month. Thus, had we asked students to report over a longer time period, results
may have been similar or approached rates reported by middle school students.
Consistent with our first hypothesis, results indicated a significant association between witnessing cyberbullying and
depressive symptoms and social anxiety over and above the effects of witnessing school bullying and bullying
victimization. This finding is consistent with research conducted with middle school students demonstrating that
witnessing school bullying is associated with depression and anxiety even when controlling for bullying victimization
(Midgett & Doumas, 2019a; Rivers et al., 2009). Findings also parallel research indicating that witnessing
cyberbullying is associated with depression and anxiety (Doumas & Midgett, 2020; Wright et al., 2018), even after
controlling for the effects of witnessing school bullying (Doumas & Midgett, 2020). Results of this study extend this
research by demonstrating similar findings among a sample of elementary school students who witness cyberbullying
as bystanders. Findings of this study add to the growing body of literature suggesting that the negative consequences
of cyberbullying extend beyond witnessing school bullying students and beyond students directly involved in bullying
as targets.
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There are several possible explanations for the association between witnessing cyberbullying bystander and depressive
symptoms and social anxiety. Students who witness cyberbullying may perceive the bullying event as serious and
experience distress related to the discrepancy between the belief they should intervene and acting passively (Midgett
& Doumas, 2019a). This experienced dissonance between attitudes and behavior might account for symptoms of
depression and anxiety reported by students who witness bullying (Rivers et al., 2009). Additionally, bystanders may
feel helpless and anxious when they witness cyberbullying but do not know how to intervene (Doumas & Midgett,
2020). Dissonance, feelings of helplessness, and anxiety about being targeted may all contribute to depression and
anxiety among student bystanders (Midgett & Doumas, 2019a). Not having the skills to intervene may also contribute
to social anxiety, particularly when peers are present.
Although we hypothesized that students who witness both cyberbullying and school bullying would report the highest
level of depressive and social anxiety, we found the that students who were cyberbullying bystanders only had the
highest level of symptoms of depressive symptoms and social anxiety. Additionally, the moderating effect of bullying
victimization was not significant. Findings suggest that witnessing cyberbullying in the absence of witnessing school
bullying may pose a unique risk for depressive symptoms and social anxiety. Witnessing school bullying may provide
students opportunities to intervene appropriately. For example, research indicates 78.2% of elementary school students
report bullying to an adult (Midgett et al., 2018). Reporting bullying to an adult may increase both skills and selfefficacy. When these students also observe cyberbullying, they may feel more confident to intervene due to their
experiences with school bullying. In contrast, students who only witness cyberbullying may feel more helpless,
particularly because the identity of the cyberbully is often unknown (Kowalski & Limber, 2007) and cyberbullying
may occur during the evening, at night, or on the weekend (Kowalsk et al., 2019).
Limitations and Future Directions
Although this study is the first study to examine mental health risks for elementary school students who witness
cyberbullying, some limitations deserve note. First, the sample was recruited from one elementary school in the
Northwest and was relatively small. Future studies should include larger samples from multiple elementary schools to
increase generalizability. Next, because we used a cross-sectional design, it is not possible to determine the causal
direction of the relationship between witnessing cyberbullying and depressive symptoms and social anxiety. Although
it is more likely that depressive symptoms and social anxiety are caused by witnessing cyberbullying than the reverse,
future research utilizing a longitudinal design is needed to clarify the direction of the relationship. Finally, we used a
single item to measure witnessing cyberbullying and bullying victimization. Although use of one item to measure is
common in bullying research with elementary school students (e.g., Axford, 2020; Kärnä et al., 2011), using a
multiple-item scale would improve the reliability and validity of the measure in future research.
Implications
Data from this study indicate that nearly 40% of elementary school students reported witnessing cyberbullying in the
past month. Thus, a significant amount of students may be experiencing depressive and social anxiety related to
observing cyberbullying. Mental health professionals in the elementary school setting need to be aware that the impact
of cyberbullying extends beyond youth who are targets of cyberbullying to those who witness cyberbullying as
bystanders. Thus, it is important to address mental health risks for elementary school students who witness
cyberbullying as part of bullying prevention programs. Primary prevention for cyberbullying may include developing
a school wide definition of cyberbullying and an anti-cyberbullying policy, as well as providing school wide
cyberbullying training (Davis & Schmidt, 2016). School administrators can make it clear to teachers, school personnel,
parents, and students that cyberbullying is serious, as well as clearly outlining the consequences of violating school
policy (Beale & Hall, 2007). School personnel can advocate for providing education about witnessing cyberbullying,
cyberbullying bystander behavior, and how to report cyberbullying. School personnel can also educate parents about
cyberbullying and how the impact extends to students who witness cyberbullying. Schools can also require students
and their parents sign a policy in which students agree not to use electronic devices to harass other students and parents
agree to be responsible for their children’s use of electronic devices outside of school (Beale & Hall, 2007). Involving
parents is particularly important as cyberbullying extends beyond school grounds and school hours (Elsaesser et al.,
2017).
Findings also have important implications for addressing mental health risks for elementary school students who
witness cyberbullying. In particular, school psychologists and counselors need to be aware that depressive symptoms
and social anxiety may be even higher among bystanders who witness cyberbullying only. Research highlights the
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importance of a systematic, whole-school approach to effectively prevent and manage all forms of bullying behavior,
including cyberbullying (Pearce et al., 2011). However, according to a meta-analysis, only a few of these types of
programs include a bystander component as part of comprehensive interventions (Polanin et al., 2012). Research
evaluating school-wide bullying prevention programs that include bystander intervention have demonstrated that these
programs are effective in reducing cyberbullying (Williford et al., 2013), as well as reducing depression and anxiety
among students trained in the program (Williford et al., 2012). Similarly, research indicates stand-alone bystander
interventions are also effective in reducing depression and anxiety for students trained to intervene in bullying
situations (Doumas et al., 2019; Midgett & Doumas, 2019b; Midgett et al., 2017; Midgett, Doumas, Peralta, et al.,
2020). Therefore, implementing school-based programs that include a bystander component (e.g., KiVA; Salmivalli
et al., 2011) or stand-alone bullying bystander interventions (e.g., STAC, Midgett et al., 2015) may be promising
approaches for reducing the mental health risks associated with witnessing cyberbullying.
Furthermore, witnessing cyberbullying as a bystander is associated with depressive symptoms and social anxiety for
elementary school students. Additionally, students witnessing cyberbullying only reported the highest rates of
depressive symptoms and social anxiety, with depressive symptom well above the clinical cutoff and social anxiety
above mean scores in normative samples. Therefore, it is important for elementary school mental health professionals
to assess students’ experiences with bullying, including witnessing cyberbullying and school bullying. Another way
mental health professionals can support cyberbullying bystanders is to provide skills they can use to intervene when
they witness cyberbullying. For example, recommendations for school psychologist in helping to develop
cyberbullying prevention plans includes the need for bystanders to protest and report incidences of cyberbullying
(Diamanduros et al., 2008). In a recent study examining bystander behavior related to school bullying, findings suggest
that telling the bully to stop and telling an adult result in stopping the bullying 53% and 51% of time, respectively
(Bauman et al., 2020). Providing skills for students to act in appropriate ways when they observe cyberbullying may
lead to decreases in depressive symptoms and social anxiety associated with witnessing cyberbullying.
Conclusion
This study is the first study to examine the association between witnessing cyberbullying and depressive symptoms
and social anxiety among elementary school students. Findings indicate that witnessing cyberbullying is prevalent in
elementary school and is positively associated with depressive symptoms and social anxiety even when controlling
for witnessing school bullying and bullying victimization. Further, students who witnessed cyberbullying only
reported the highest level of depressive symptoms and social anxiety. These findings highlight the importance of
implementing bullying bystander interventions to reduce cyberbullying and the associated mental health risks for
student bystanders as early as elementary school.
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations for Outcome and Predictor Variables

Measure

1

1. Depressive Symptoms

__

2

3

4

2. Social Anxiety

.67**

__

3. Sex

-.11

.08

__

-.16

.12

__

5

6

7

4. Grade

-.08

5. Witnessing Cyberbullying

.19*

.26**

-.03

-.06

__

6. Witnessing School Bullying

.33**

.26**

-.19*

-.22*

.53**

__

7. Bullying Victimization

.38**

.39**

-.09

-.21*

.35**

.54**

__

M

16.59

6.63

__

__

0.92

3.66

0.80

SD

12.92

3.26

__

__

1.44

3.37

1.27

* p < .05; ** p < .01.
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Table 2
Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analyses for Depressive Symptoms and Social Anxiety
Depressive Symptoms
Predictor
Step 1

R2

B

SE B



Social Anxiety
95% CI

.02

R2

B

SE B



95% CI

.02

Sex

-2.47

2.29

-.10

[-6.99, 2.06]

0.69

.57

.11

[-.45, 1.82]

Grade

-1.07

1.48

.07

[-4.00, 1.86]

-0.72

.37

-.18*

[-1.45, .01]

Step 2

.25***

.20***

Witnessing School Bullying

1.02

.43

.26*

[.16, 1.87]

0.09

.11

.09

[-.13, .31]

Bullying Victimization

2.94

1.04

.29**

[.88, 5.00]

0.82

.27

.29**

[.29, 1.35]

Witnessing Cyberbullying

2.22

1.04

.25*

[.16, 4.29]

0.68

.27

.30**

[.15, 1.21]

School Bullying x Cyberbullying

-.88

.24

-.44***

[-1.34, -.41]

-0.16

.06

-.31**

[-.28, -.04]

Victimization x Cyberbullying

-.18

.51

-.03

[-1.19, .83]

-0.01

.13

-.01

[-.27, .25]

Note. N = 122. SE = standard error. CI = confidence interval.
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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